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AN AVOWAL OF MALE LACK:  
SOUND IN ROLF DE HEER’S THE OLD MAN WHO READ LOVE STORIES (2003). 
  
The subject of Luis Sepúlveda’s 1989 novella, Un Viejo Que Leia Novelas de Amor,1 is the need for 
nurturing respect for the Amazonian jungle environment and several publications have recognized this 
component of the story, aligning the award-winning work with the timely goals of ecological 
sustainability. The Boston Review stated in 1994, “Harmony with nature […] is the novel’s recurrent 
theme.”2 According to Camilo Gomides and Joseph Henry Vogel in 2005, Sepúlveda “shows that 
deforestation is madness and the victims are not just the people, flora, and fauna of the Amazon but also 
man’s humanity”3 while Scott Matthew Devries wrote in 2004 that fiction such as Sepúlveda’s 
“incorporate[s] an ethical discourse with respect to the environment; that is, they contribute to efforts at 
conservation, the quest for ecological justice, and resistance to ecologically destructive activity by 
offering literary representations that dramatize the need to do such things.”4 Certainly, there is an air of 
dysphoria over the boorish white man’s egregious rape of the rainforest, referred to in Spanish by 
Sepúlveda as the feminine la selva, as attested by the following excerpt:  
 There were also the gringos who came from the oil installations. They arrived in noisy groups 
 carrying enough arms to equip a battalion, and headed off into the jungle ready to eliminate 
 anything that moved. They unleashed themselves on the ocelots, cubs and pregnant females 
 alike, and then, before clearing off, they photographed each other beside dozens of skins staked 
 on poles. The gringos went away, the skins remained there rotting until a caring hand flung them 
 in the river, and the surviving ocelots took their revenge by tearing apart the half-starved cattle. 
 Antonio José Bolívar tried to keep them at bay while the settlers destroyed the jungle and 
 constructed that masterpiece of civilized man: the desert.5 
Antonio José Bolívar, played by Richard Dreyfuss in the film adaptation of the novella entitled The Old 
Man Who Read Love Stories (Rolf de Heer 2003),6  is a man born of the mountains who lives alone in 
the Amazonian jungle, and is pressured into hunting a marauding ocelot avenging the slaughter of her 
cubs by a thoughtless white hunter. Unexpectedly, the big cat (a jaguar in the film) reveals an apparent 
death wish after leading Bolívar to end the suffering of her mate, wounded by the same gringo hunter 
and left to die a painful, lingering death. Like the overwhelming passion of the lovers ardently kissing 
aboard the gondoliers of Venice in the romance novels Bolívar values so highly, the cat’s love for her 
slain cubs and her dying mate overwhelms her existence. In addition to the before-mentioned eco-
criticisms of the novella, I read the suffering mother as a metaphor for the jungle itself, raped by 
thoughtless clear-cutting agriculturists and gringo developers and I believe it took a film-maker also 
attuned to the maternal feminine, or at least, dedicated to giving voice to this frequently oppressed 
gender, to interpret and realize this facet of the novella’s environmental theme onto the screen. Dutch-
born Australian director Rolf de Heer, who is renowned for his quietly-spoken, conciliatory style – so 
much in contrast to the aggressive, domineering, masculine manner of many Hollywood film auteurs – 
was such a filmmaker. His movie could have been violent and dripping with blood and gore, but as 
reviewer David Stratton said, “Although filmgoers seeking overt action may be disappointed, the right 
audience will appreciate this gentle and quite beautiful saga of courage and integrity.”7 As I argue in 
this paper, de Heer has recognized the theme of the feminine maternal in his adaptation of Sepúlveda’s 
ecological morality tale, and subsequently employed a female narrator in the soundscape of this film to 
foreground this interpretation.  
  
De Heer has often been described as an auteur.8 As the combined writer, director and producer of many 
of his twelve feature films to date, it seems critics are not inclined to hesitate when applying this 
adjective to de Heer, despite its common connotation of ‘bullying tyrant’. For de Heer may be a rare 
exception to the widely held impression of the auteur as an overtly masculine identity who swaggers 
about the set bending artisans and artists alike to his creative vision through bellicosity and belligerence. 
Nevertheless, like most film-making auteurs, Rolf de Heer is a heterosexual, white male and one must 
acknowledge the criticism his privileged position attracts. Kaja Silverman wrote in 1988 that the auteur 
often serves as a site where “male lack is disavowed.”9 Typically, mainstream cinema is “engendered 
through a complex system of displacements which locate the male voice at the point of apparent textual 
origin.”10 At the risk of sounding like a conspiracy theorist, one can argue the male auteur is complicit 
with the ideological project of the dominant cinema of our time, perpetuating a controlling male subject 
and a pervasive male gaze, and Silverman continues her contention:  
In his most exemplary guise, classic cinema’s male subject sees without being seen, and speaks 
from an inaccessible vantage point […] It is thus through an endless series of trompes l’oeil that 
classic cinema’s male viewing subject sustains what is a fundamentally impossible identification 
with authoritative vision, speech and hearing.11 
Silverman was to later elaborate in Male Subjectivity at the Margins the psychoanalysis-based notion 
that there is an illusory idea of classical male subjectivity that abides by a phallic standard “predicated 
on the denial of castration, alterity, and specularity.”12 In other words, male auteurs make films that 
objectify and repress the feminine for the benefit of male spectatorship. In the 1960s, Andrew Sarris 
promoted acceptance of the maleness of auteurs with his pantheon of exclusively male directors 
(although it must be noted that female directors were exceptionally rare for many years in the film-
making world). He also asserted that the very thing that made auteurs succeed was their ability to 
maintain their masculine domination in the film-making process despite the interference of studio 
executives. Resisting the industrial and commercial restraints inherent to big budget film production, the 
auteur will endow the film with meaning through the force of his authority, independence and autonomy 
– his masculine traits, or, to use the vernacular, his ‘balls’. Despite the collaborative milieu of their 
working environment, auteurs such as Orson Welles, Howard Hawks and John Ford were able to 
triumph as the unified enunciating subject, and anecdotes abound testifying to the alpha maleness of 
such individuals. Of course, with more women making films, the notion deserves revision. One female 
film-maker, Sally Potter, has been labelled by Corinn Columpar as not auteur, but rather “auteure”13 in 
recognition of the maleness of the first term. Rolf de Heer, on the other hand, has developed a reputation 
for gently evincing and amplifying the voice of the disadvantaged, the marginalized, the ‘Other’. As 
Adrian Martin has pointed out, de Heer tends to identify with “the figure of the naive visionary,”14 
someone who is isolated or alienated from mainstream society, and in several of his films this otherwise 
unheard voice is female. For instance, the ecologically moralistic Epsilon (1995) tells the story of an 
extra-terrestrial with a vastly superior intellect, housed in the body of a beautiful woman, who 
harangues a man about the environmental plunder of the Earth by humans, all presented by the 
grandmotherly tones of a female voice-over narrator. As a protest against her warring mother and father, 
the little girl in The Quiet Room (1996) becomes mute, with her feelings voiced by a stream of 
consciousness voice-over. In Dance Me To My Song (1997) the audience is exposed throughout to the 
laboured breathing of a woman with severe cerebral palsy who expresses herself through a 
computerized voice-box and eventually finds the love that constantly evades her able-bodied, loud-
mouthed but emotionally stunted carer. Alexandra’s Project (2003) features an alienated wife who finds 
a voice via her video recorder and asserts herself from her emotionally isolating husband. Likewise with 
his film The Old Man Who Read Love Stories, de Heer positions the viewer via an identifying stance 
with the feminine: significantly, a female voice-over narrates the story.  
  
An independent film-maker, De Heer, as always, is not a film-maker with bottomless pockets. The high 
cost of royalties for song rights means he is more inclined to use the services of long time collaborators, 
composer Graham Tardiff and sound recordist James Currie, and The Old Man Who Read Love Stories 
has a soundtrack characterized by original orchestral music and the authentic ambiance of the South 
American rainforest, rather than well-known hit music. Cat Hope describes the film’s sound design as 
follows:  
In The Old Man Who Read Love Stories, de Heer’s troubled foray into the larger-budget 
international film world, the ongoing sounds of the jungle maintain an intensity and tension 
throughout the film that has a more powerful effect on the viewer than Graham Tardif’s rather 
over-dramatic orchestral score. Sound designer James Currie also gives special attention to 
different locations in the film – the ambient sounds define spaces such as the riverside, a large 
hall, a small hut or the open jungle at night, enhancing the way viewers differentiate between 
these places – and to the colour and texture in the voice of the Old Man (Richard Dreyfuss) as 
he reads his trashy love novels, reinforcing this film’s emphasis on the pleasure in the simple 
things of life.15 
But Hope overlooks one of the most compelling components in the film’s soundtrack - at least in its 
narrative function – and that is the woman’s voice-over. This is surprising, considering the power of the 
omniscient, god-like voice-over. Narrative authority is rendered virtually unquestionable by the voice-
over and as Sarah Kozloff says: “The voice-over couches a film as a conscious, deliberate 
communication.”16 Michel Chion tells us that the human voice and the intelligibility of dialogue are 
fore-grounded in film recording and post-production: “In stating that sound in the cinema is primarily 
vococentric, I mean that it almost always privileges the voice, highlighting and setting the latter off from 
other sounds.”17 But superior to all diegetic voices in the cinema is the voice-over of the invisible 
narrator. He or she commands respect, exudes authority and his or her utterances are usually vital to the 
audience understanding the film. Too much voice over, however, as beginning scriptwriters are told, is 
something to be avoided. Robert McKee, author of Story (1997), is played by Brian Cox delivering a 
seminar to students in the film Adaptation (Spike Jonze 2002) in which he says: ‘And God help you if 
you use voice-over in your work, my friends, God help you. It’s flaccid, sloppy writing. Any idiot can 
write voice-over narration to explain the thoughts of a character.’ Rather than court accusations of 
‘flaccid writing’, de Heer may have decided to take the opposite approach to message delivery in The 
Old Man Who Read Love Stories, in which the voice-over narration is used sparingly. Claiming that: 
“Sound is, from my point of view, 60% of the emotional content of a film,”18 de Heer seems to have 
learnt a great deal from the box office failure of Epsilon (1995), in which voice-over narration is 
rampant and utilized this powerful cinematic tool sparingly within the soundscape to neatly foreground 
his interpretation of the source novella’s motherhood metaphor. 
 
As vision appears of the pages of a book, the unidentified Spanish accented woman reads the words 
aloud (which, although they are headed by the words ‘Chapter 1’, are not the opening words of the 
novella). She describes the tiny village of El Idilio in the Amazonian Ecuador “whose frontiers would 
never be drawn”19 and introduces the old man who lives there in his bamboo hut. As the camera glides 
along the Nangaritza river, she describes Bolívar’s arrival in the jungle forty years ago, with his young 
wife Dolores, and his own subsequent love tragedy. The young couple had tried to cultivate the land 
allotted by the government until her death from malaria within only two years doomed the venture. 
Shuar tribesmen, shown in flashback, took pity on Bolívar’s helplessness and taught him to survive in 
the jungle, blow-darting wild boar and boa constrictors, learning the tribe’s secret ceremonies, sharing 
their hallucinogenic potions and gradually acquiring their intimacy with the rainforest. Bolívar is a 
reader, both literally of his love stories and figuratively, of la selva. Although he is an unskilled reader 
of his novels – for example, he labours over the meaning of the word ‘gondoliers’ – he is an 
accomplished reader of the jungle. His knowledge of the traditions of the Shuar equip him with the 
competence to understand the jungle’s complex ecological equilibrium and, hence, the requirements for 
its conservation. The narrator returns for the last time to introduce the Mayor, ‘Slimy Toad’ (Timothy 
Spall), and the dentist, Rubicundo Loachamín (played with great élan by Australian Hugo Weaving), as 
she reads the beginning of ‘Chapter 2’. Twice a year the dentist visits the remote village to pull the 
rotting teeth of gringo gold prospectors. The local Jibaro Indians sit by on their haunches, bemused as 
the dentist performs his grisly trade. Each time he comes from upriver, the narrator explains, the dentist 
brings a supply of sentimental romance novels for his friend, the old man. Bolívar’s jungle skills result 
in the Mayor holding him to ransom over the deed to his bamboo shack unless he hunts down the jaguar 
that has been ripping stupid gringos to bloody shreds. Although the old man just wants to lie in his 
hammock, chew on his monkey meat or river crayfish, drink his Frontera rum, and be left alone to 
painstakingly mouth the words of his romance novels, he realizes the jaguar needs him. Reluctantly, 
Bolívar concludes “The female was looking for an opportunity to die in open combat, in a duel neither 
the Mayor nor any of the men would understand.”20 De Heer has Bolívar tell the Mayor when they hear 
a low, plaintive moan during the hunt, ‘That’s her. She’s far off. She’s crying for her babies … She 
wants to die.’ As he tracks the jaguar he learns she has been manipulating him, drawing him closer to 
her wounded mate so he can end its suffering. 
 
While the inclusion of a voice-over narrator is a common enough cinematic device when adapting 
novels, what is most striking is de Heer’s choice of a female voice in the overwhelmingly masculine 
milieu of the novella’s diegesis. Of course, de Heer is not a female, and nor is the novella’s author, Luis 
Sepúlveda, or its translator, Peter Bush, but it appears that an overtly masculine treatment of the novella 
was assessed and ultimately rejected by de Heer. He recalls “The script that I read, when I looked at it 
carefully I found unpleasant; this semi-exploitative, violent, masculine, hunting film script … but then 
when I read the book, I thought, yes, this is lovely, this is what I would like to do.”21 Nevertheless, in 
line with previous deliberate attempts to lessen his status in a film’s credits,22  de Heer includes a nod 
to the author of the original screenplay despite rewriting the excessively machismo document himself. 
The film’s opening credits read: ‘Based on Luis Sepúlveda’s novel ‘The Old Man Who Read Love 
Stories’ and Marcel Beaulieu’s adaption (sic),’ but the credits end with the definitive statement: 
‘Written and directed by Rolf de Heer’. 
 
The gentler and less violent script de Heer wrote emphasized a number of aspects of the ecology of the 
jungle-dwelling Shuar, those indigenes able to live in supreme co-existence with Mother Nature. 
Several scenes in the film illustrate how the jaguar’s performance of feminine maternity is embedded in 
a broader environmental code by setting up a series of binary alignments: femininity/economy of 
consumption/mercy/love is opposed to masculinity/greedy exploitation/cruelty/lust. In addition, the old 
man’s passion for love stories clearly signals his alignment with the first semiotic axis, as compared to 
the Mayor’s choice of reading material, the newspapers with their masculine orientation towards reports 
of politician’s speeches, stabbings and violence on the soccer pitch.23 Likewise, the Shuar, who do not 
hunt the jaguar because ‘The flesh is inedible and one coat will provide adornments to last a lifetime’, as 
de Heer’s tribesman Nushino puts it, are a people who live by the following holistic principles;  
1. Do not kill more than you need.  
2. Lessen the suffering of those you must kill.  
3. Value the rapture of love, for no-one can take that away.  
A macho white man’s inversion of these three principles, as demonstrated by the Mayor and the gringo 
hunters would be: 
1. Shoot anything that moves.  
2. Don’t concern yourself with the suffering of others.  
3. Conquer as many women as possible.  
The first set of principles sit well with an unproblematic, Edenic representation of the jungle and 
indigenous culture in Sepúlveda’s novella, which he achieves by describing Bolívar’s lifestyle with the 
Shuar: “He ate when he was hungry. He chose the juiciest fruit, chose not to eat certain fish because 
they seemed too slow to him, he tracked mountain animals, but sometimes, when he had them in range 
of the dart in his blowpipe, his attitude changed.”24 The Shuar are contrasted with the white people of 
El Idilio, who are exemplars of machismo exploitation. Hard-drinking and hard-nosed, one gold 
prospector orders the dentist to extract all his teeth:  
‘Well, you see, doctor, my friends here don’t believe me when I tell them I’m really macho. I’ve 
told them I’ll have all my teeth taken out one at a time without a murmur. We’ve made a bet, 
and you and I will share the takings.’ ‘The minute he starts pulling, you’ll shit in your pants and 
start crying for your mother,’ bawled one of the group, and the rest joined in with loud 
guffaws.25  
For the overtly masculine men of El Idilio, any connection with the maternal is to be treated with 
condescension. There are no women in El Idilio apart from Josefina (played by Cathy Tyson), the 
Mayor’s servant, part-time prostitute and the growing romantic concern of Bolívar. As the sole living 
human female in the story, Josefina serves as another conduit of the feminine maternal wisdom to 
Bolívar, via her books of love. She says in the film, ‘A man who reads love stories and admits it is less 
of a fool than the man who beats his wife and thinks she enjoys it’, in response to the Mayor’s derision 
over the old man’s passion for reading.  
  
In addition to including a female voice-over narrator, de Heer has made another inventive departure 
from the novella. Towards the end of the film, at the precise moment Bolívar fires his gun from where 
he has hidden under the canoe – hitting both himself and the jaguar in the foot as he does so – there is an 
extended flashback to his time with the Shuar. This flashback explains his banishment from the tribe 
and the difference between killing the Shuar way and the white man way. When his Shuar friend 
Nushino (played by Victor Bottenbley) is fatally wounded by gringo hunters, Bolívar is sent to avenge 
the attack before his friend dies so that his spirit will not be in eternal misery. But Bolívar misses with 
his blowpipe and ends up shooting the hapless gringo in the belly with his own gun. Thus the hunter 
dies with a face frozen in a ‘mask of fear and pain’, leaving his head unsuitable for shrinking. Had he 
been killed in the Shuar way, with a poisoned dart, ‘then all of his courage would have been captured in 
his expression’ and Nushino could have died, properly avenged, with satisfaction. With that mistake, the 
old man is banished from the tribe and his footprints in the sand are swept away behind him. There is no 
such flashback in the novella: it is explained early on why he was banished, and in the novella the old 
man leaps out from under the canoe and shoots the ocelot as it pounces upon him. Sepúlveda writes, 
“The old man stroked her, ignoring the pain in his injured foot, and wept tears of shame, feeling 
unworthy, degraded, not at all the victor after the battle.”26 De Heer has the old man crawl out from 
under the canoe, throw his gun into the river, and prepare a poison dart the Shuar way. ‘I am Antonio 
Bolívar,’ he yells, ‘I have come to capture your courage.’ He duly kills the cat with his blowpipe, eases 
its body gently into the river rapids – as in the novella - and returns to his hut to find Josefina asleep in 
his hammock. The film ends with the pair reading out loud a love story to each other. It is a relatively 
happy ending, but not quite in accordance with that of the novella. By foregrounding the concept of 
killing the jaguar with a poison dart in the Shuar way, de Heer has turned a minor aspect of the novella’s 
theme into that which most people will have uppermost in their minds when they leave the cinema, 
rather than simply the old man’s sorrow at having to kill such a magnificent animal. But in killing the 
cat, the embodiment of Mother Nature, in the way of la selva and the Shuar and not the ignoble way of 
the macho gringo and his firearm, de Heer has resolved the two plots of the novella - the jaguar’s pain at 
losing her cubs and her mate and the respectful ecology of the Shaur lifestyle - into one ending. The 
denouement depicting the old man reading his love stories with his new love, Josefina, closes the 
narrative arc much more finitely than in the novella, suggesting a potential family setting as Josefina can 
now evolve from prostitute to mother. Having learnt and passed the Shuar test of the maternal feminine 
jungle, Bolívar can finally move on from the tragedy of his wife’s death. As a younger man, at her 
coffin’s side, he had said in de Heer’s version ‘The jungle has fucked us both’, but now he is wiser and 
recants, saying ‘The gringo has fucked us all.’ 
 
The narrative of motherhood de Heer has mapped in The Old Man Who Read Love Stories reaffirms the 
model of holistic stewardship of the Earth’s environment presented in the source text. It is this ability to 
see the feminine, to respectfully acknowledge Mother Nature, that de Heer has read in Sepúlveda’s 
novella and it is this perspective that is also required for us to survive in ecological harmony in a 
postcolonial and globalized world environment. A more typically masculine auteur may have opted for 
a macho, violent hunting narrative such as that written by Marcel Beaulieu. With its remote riverscapes 
and the Indian communities who inhabit them, films set in the jungles of the Amazon have a tendency to 
seem like stage sets, full of beauty and picturesque boscage. Their backdrop is verdant and life in the 
South American rainforest is performative, rich in drama, dripping in steam and shimmer – and perfect 
for adventure tales of machismo, greed and violence. Fortunately for us, de Heer has seen an alternative 
story, and in contrast to expectations Kaja Silverman’s comments about the auteur might solicit, with 
The Old Man Who Read Love Stories, the aural auteur de Heer has used a female narrator and the cipher 
of the wounded maternal jaguar to make an avowal of male lack and locate a female voice at the text’s 
apparent origin. 
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